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This book is dedicated to Thomas Coleman, a retired longshoreman, who died in his attic at 2214 St. Roch Avenue in New Orleans’ 8th Ward on or about August 29, 2005. He had a can of juice and a bedspread at his side when the waters rose.

There were more than a thousand like him.



TEN YEARS LATER


A Foreword by Chris Rose

Hard to believe it’s been ten years.

Sometimes it seems like a million years ago, sometimes like it was yesterday. But it never seems like it didn’t happen.

Even ten years after—with so much rebuilt, restored, resettled, reconfigured, and entirely reimagined—the specter of Katrina still colors life here, in some small way, even if just a muted gray.

In casual conversations or social settings, it comes up. Might take a while, but it will come up eventually.

That’s not to suggest that the stranger sitting next to you is ready to collapse into a fit of despair, rail against the injustice, and then itemize everything he lost.

It’s not like that anymore, thank God.

It was for a really long time, though.

And that time sucked.

•  •  •

Looking back, the hardest thing to wrap your head around is remembering how many people said: Let it go. Let New Orleans wash into the sea.

This was not just the discontented grumblings from America’s online lunatic fringe, but from established members of the media, the clergy, and Congress, most of whom made such vulgar pronouncements far away from the stink, the misery, and the wreckage.

The prevailing sentiment among such folks was that New Orleans—bless her charming, offbeat little powdered-sugar heart—was not worth fixing.

Because not just the levees needed fixing. The roads needed fixing, the parks needed fixing, the schools needed fixing.

The jails, which needed fixing, were being jammed by the judiciary, which needed fixing. They were stressed to the breaking point handling the massive caseloads delivered by the NOPD, which needed a lot of fixing, and who were not fit or equipped to handle this city’s crime situation—which needed the most fixing of all.

You wonder: How could anyone have thought New Orleans was broken beyond repair?

(That was sarcasm.)

I acknowledge, looking back now from this side of the rubble and the flood—looking back from this side of history—that even a conservative estimate of the projected cost of rebuilding this city, coupled with the dubious integrity and doubtful competence of City Hall at the time . . . it was not a sure bet.

But still: Let New Orleans die?

When destiny calls you home, when it’s time to exit the stage, when your number is called (insert any other number of overused clichés for dying): There’s not a damn thing you can do about it. Money and politics can’t fix dead.

But we weren’t dead. Or if we were, we didn’t know it.

Here, in arguably the most death-obsessed city in the world, the natives are by turns unaware, unconcerned, and often unconvinced of our own mortality.

And whereas our geographical positioning might have seemed like a great idea at the time—say, 1718—it’s now a challenge, perhaps even a risk.

And it’s true, we are neither the most logical nor efficient municipality in this great land.

But still.

We’re also not the most educated folks you’ll ever meet, but one thing we did know: We were not going gently into that good night. We were not giving up on New Orleans.

And with the help of 500,000 of our closest friends around the country—or hell, maybe a million—we put on some boots, pulled on some gloves, and got busy.

•  •  •

If what the magazines and websites have been saying—if what the analysts and futurists are predicting—is true, then New Orleans is the destination for America’s next generation of young artists, entrepreneurs, and designers. Millennials, dreamers, and visionaries are here creating the next new business model, designing the next great app, fusing the next landmark technology, mixing the next banging cocktail.

We’re the new Austin. The new Portland. The new Brooklyn. Hollywood South. Hipster City, USA. The New New Orleans, the bright new shining city on the hill. Except, well, without the hill.

We don’t have any hills.

But you get the point.

And maybe that’s all a load of piffle, I don’t know. I reckon time will tell.

But I do know this: The more New Orleans changes, the more she remains the same. That is the nature of a place where irony is a birthright and contradiction is the dominant hand of fate.

It’s hard to envision the day when the Thinking Class outnumbers the Drinking Class in this city, but we are approaching a necessary equilibrium between the old and new, the practical and the frivolous, the digital and the sensual.

We are innovation and tradition, high-tech and antique, fiber optics and gas lamps, new urbanism and the Vieux Carré, Uber cabs and streetcar lines, Airbnb and the Hotel Monteleone.

We’re Dixieland jazz and sissy bounce.

New Orleans is today, as it was before, a place suspended between the physical world and the realm of imagination. The experience of everyday life here is magnified by emotional intensity and creative reverie, yet also reduced by the heat, humidity, and altitude to its most basic and primal elements: Food, shelter, and the Saints.

You can regulate our smoking and regulate our music and—hard to believe this day has come—you can even regulate our go-cups.

But you cannot regulate soul. You cannot legislate funk. And you cannot pass an ordinance that makes us ordinary.

The best things about us will never change.

•  •  •

And one final word: Thank you, America. Thank you, from me and my city—you 500,000 (or hell, maybe a million) of our closest friends—who came down here over the past ten years and helped us rebuild this crazy, shambling, loveable hot mess of a city.

Because without New Orleans, where would all the Wild Things go in the night?

There’s a bunch of old nicknames for this city and a whole bunch more now, but taking stock of this past decade of transformation—from our despair to our triumph, from our shame to our redemption—I know where I live now.

Welcome to Lucky Town.

—June 2015


“If there was no New Orleans, America would just be a bunch of free people dying of boredom.”

—JUDY DECK



Introduction


Writing an introduction for a book like this is tricky business.

Intros I have read over the years are generally composed of personal anecdotes and references to the body of work that follows. But, in this case, what follows is the personal work, the veil pulled away, the soul of a city—and a writer—laid bare.

Newspaper reporters are used to covering death and disaster—it’s our bread and butter—but nothing prepares you to do it in your own town. Usually, we parachute into trouble, fill our notebooks, and then hightail it back to the comfort of our homes and offices.

Katrina changed all that.

Our comfort zones disappeared, turned into rubble, wastelands, and ghost towns. I went from being a detached entertainment columnist to a soldier on the front line of a battle to save a city, a culture, a newspaper, my job, my home.

Whether we won or lost the war remains to be seen. New Orleans is still a work in progress. The observations, lamentations, and ruminations that follow are the story so far, as it unfolded to me in the first sixteen months after the flood.

It’s probably too emotional for conventional newspaper work. Too sentimental. Too angry. And way too self-absorbed, particularly for someone who weathered the storm remarkably well—in a material sense, at least (I suffered a broken screen door and a loose gutter)—and whose career not only survived the storm, but actually thrived in the aftermath.

I got a book deal, a movie deal, a Pulitzer Prize, dinner with Ted Koppel, and a mention in the social column of The Washington Times. If that ain’t Making The Grade, then I don’t know what is.

Natural disasters are a good career move for a man in my line of work.

But you didn’t have to lose your house, your car, your dog, your job, your marriage, or your grandparents in an attic to suffer the impact of this storm. Unfortunately, most folks around south Louisiana and Mississippi did lose some or all of this.

Others lost less tangible assets: their peace of mind, security, serenity, ability to concentrate, notions of romance, sobriety, sanity, and hope.

The toll it took on me is in the book; I’ll not belabor it here other than to say Katrina beat the shit out of me. It beat the shit out of everyone I know. This is our story.

•  •  •

In the winter of 2006, I self-published a collection of my post-Katrina columns from The Times-Picayune, a slim volume of love letters to New Orleans, howls of protest, cries for help, and general musings on the surrealistic absurdities of life in a post-Apocalyptic landscape.

I called it 1 Dead in Attic, a phrase I saw painted on the front of a house in the city’s 8th Ward; words that haunted me then, and haunt me still.

Within six months, I ran through five printings of the book, collected great reviews from publications large and small, and sold 65,000 copies. I’m a neophyte in the world of independent publishing, but I’m told that’s a real good number for a self-published volume. In fact, it’s a good number for any volume.

And that’s how the book came to attention of Simon & Schuster. I was preparing a follow-up to 1 Dead in Attic, another collection of stories that I was going to call The Purple Upside-Down Car, a declarative observation my four-year-old son made from our car during a tour of the Lower 9th Ward that I clung to as the perfect metaphor for the whole of New Orleans and not just some wasted, toppled vehicle lying in a field of debris down on—get this—Flood Street.

The irony in this place could kill you.

Simon & Schuster bought the rights to 1 Dead in Attic and the as-yet-unpublished Purple Upside-Down Car and we put them together and that’s what you’re holding in your hands. Faced with two titles but only one book, we went with the former because it already has brand recognition and because, well . . . the other one kind of sounds precariously like a Dr. Suess book.

This book takes the reader up to New Year’s Day, 2007. A lot has happened since then, to the city, to me. On the eve of publication, I split with my wife of eleven years and went to rehab for an addiction to prescription painkillers, which I turned to in my ongoing struggles with anxiety and depression.

It would be easy to lay this blood on the hands of Katrina, though there is more, much more, to the story.

There always is.

But I guess that’s the next chapter, the next story. The next book.

—Chris Rose

New Orleans, June, 2007



Who We Are


9/6/05

Dear America,

I suppose we should introduce ourselves: we’re South Louisiana.

We have arrived on your doorstep on short notice and we apologize for that, but we were never much for waiting around for invitations. We’re not much on formalities like that.

And we might be staying around your town for a while, enrolling in your schools and looking for jobs, so we wanted to tell you a few things about us. We know you didn’t ask for this and neither did we, so we’re just going to have to make the best of it.

First of all, we thank you. For your money, your water, your food, your prayers, your boats and buses, and the men and women of your National Guards, fire departments, hospitals, and everyone else who has come to our rescue.

We’re a fiercely proud and independent people, and we don’t cotton much to outside interference, but we’re not ashamed to accept help when we need it. And right now, we need it.

Just don’t get carried away. For instance, once we get around to fishing again, don’t try to tell us what kind of lures work best in your waters.

We’re not going to listen. We’re stubborn that way.

You probably already know that we talk funny and listen to strange music and eat things you’d probably hire an exterminator to get out of your yard.

We dance even if there’s no radio. We drink at funerals. We talk too much and laugh too loud and live too large, and, frankly, we’re suspicious of others who don’t.

But we’ll try not to judge you while we’re in your town.

Everybody loves their home, we know that. But we love south Louisiana with a ferocity that borders on the pathological. Sometimes we bury our dead in LSU sweatshirts.

Often we don’t make sense. You may wonder why, for instance, if we could carry only one small bag of belongings with us on our journey to your state—why in God’s name did we bring a pair of shrimp boots?

We can’t really explain that. It is what it is.

You’ve probably heard that many of us stayed behind. As bad as it is, many of us cannot fathom a life outside our border, out in that place we call Elsewhere.

The only way you could understand that is if you have been there, and so many of you have. So you realize that when you strip away all the craziness and bars and parades and music and architecture and all that hooey, really, the best thing about where we come from is us.

We are what made this place a national treasure. We’re good people. And don’t be afraid to ask us how to pronounce our names. It happens all the time.

When you meet us now and you look into our eyes, you will see the saddest story ever told. Our hearts are broken into a thousand pieces.

But don’t pity us. We’re gonna make it. We’re resilient. After all, we’ve been rooting for the Saints for thirty-five years. That’s got to count for something.

Okay, maybe something else you should know is that we make jokes at inappropriate times.

But what the hell.

And one more thing: In our part of the country, we’re used to having visitors. It’s our way of life.

So when all this is over and we move back home, we will repay you the hospitality and generosity of spirit you offer us in this season of our despair.

That is our promise. That is our faith.



Early Days



Facing the Unknown


9/1/05

I got out.

I’m mystified by the notion that so many people didn’t even try; but that’s another story for another time.

We left Saturday, my wife, kids, and me. We went first to Picayune, Mississippi, thinking that a Category 3 storm would flood New Orleans and knock out power, but that we’d be dry and relatively comfortable in the piney woods while the city dried out.

Sunday morning, of course, Katrina was a massive red blob on our TV screens—now a Cat 5—so we packed up and left again.

We left my in-laws behind in Picayune. They wouldn’t come with us. Self-sufficient country folk; sometimes you can’t tell ’em nothing.

We don’t know what happened to them. My wife’s dad and her brother and their families: No word. Only hope.

Like so many people around the country wondering what happened to those still unaccounted for, we just don’t know. That’s the hardest part.

If you take the images you’ve seen on TV and picked up off the radio and Internet, and you try to apply what you know to the people and places you don’t know about, well, the mind starts racing, assumptions are made, and, well . . . it consumes you.

The kids ask you questions. You don’t have answers. Sometimes they look at me, and though they don’t say it, I can see they’re wondering: Daddy, where are you?

My six-year-old daughter, she’s onto this thing. What is she thinking?

We spent Sunday night in a no-tell motel in a forgotten part of downtown Vicksburg; a neighborhood teetering between a familiar antiquated charm and hopeless decay. Truth is, it called to mind my beloved New Orleans.

Most of the folks in the hotel seemed to live there permanently, and it had a hard-luck feel to it. It was the kind of place where your legs start itching in the bed and you think the worst and you don’t want your kids to touch the carpet or the tub and we huddled together and I read them to sleep.

Monday morning, my wife’s aunt told us they had a generator in Baton Rouge. As Katrina marched north and east, we bailed on our sullen little hotel and drove down along the western ridge of the storm, mostly alone on the road.

Gas was no problem. We had catfish and pulled pork in a barbecue joint in Natchez, and the folks there—everyone we have met along our three-day journey—said the same thing: Good luck, folks. We love your city. Take care of it for us.

Oh, my city. We have spent hours and hours listening to the radio. Image upon image piling up in your head.

What about school? What about everyone’s jobs? Did all our friends get out? Are there still trees on the streetcar line? What will our economy be like with no visitors? How many are dead? Do I have a roof? Have the looters found me yet? When can we go home?

As I said, it consumes you as you sit helplessly miles from home, unable to help anyone, unable to do anything.

If I could, what I’d do first is hurt the looters. I’d hurt them bad.

But you have to forget all that. You have to focus on what is at hand, what you can reach, and when you have three little kids lost at sea, they are what’s at hand and what you can reach.

I took them to a playground in Baton Rouge Tuesday afternoon. They’d been bottled up for days.

Finally unleashed, they ran, they climbed, they fell down, they fought, they cried, they made me laugh, they drove me crazy; they did the things that make them kids.

It grounds you. You take a breath. You count to ten. Maybe—under the circumstances—you go to twenty or thirty this time.

And tonight, we’ll just read them to sleep again.

We have several books with us because—and this is rich—we brought on our evacuation all the clothes and things we planned to bring on a long-weekend trip that we were going to take over Labor Day weekend.

To the beach. To Fort Morgan, right at the mouth of Mobile Bay.

Man.

Instead of that, I put on my suntan lotion and went out in the yard of the house where we’re staying in Baton Rouge and I raked a massive pile of leaves and limbs from the yard and swept the driveway.

Doing yard work and hitting the jungle gym on the Day After. Pretending life goes on. Just trying to stay busy. Just trying not to think. Just trying not to fail, really.

Gotta keep moving.



The First Time Back


9/7/05

The first time you see it . . . I don’t know. Where are the words?

I got to town Monday afternoon. I braced myself, not knowing how it would make me feel, not knowing how much it would make me hurt.

I found out that I am one of the lucky ones. High ground. With that come gratitude and wonder and guilt. The Higher Powers have handed me my house and all my stuff, and now what? What is there?

I live Uptown, where all the fancy-pants houses are, and they’re all still here. Amid the devastation, they never looked so beautiful. They never looked more like hope. This swath of land is where this city will begin its recovery.

There are still homes and schools, playgrounds, stores, bars, and restaurants. Not so many trees, I’m afraid. We’ll have to do something about that.

The Circle K near my house was looted, but there are still ample supplies of cigarettes and booze. They just took what they needed. The hardware store and Perlis—the preppy clothing store—same thing.

Someone kicked in the window at Shoefty, a high-end shoe boutique, and what good a pair of Manolo Blahnik stilettos is going to do you right now, I don’t know.

Idiots.

I myself was escorted out of the local Winn-Dixie by narcotics officers from Rusk County, Texas.

I told them I thought it was okay to take what we need. “And what do you need?” the supervisor asked me. I reached into my bag and held up a bottle of mouthwash.

I told him I will come back to this Winn-Dixie one day and pay for this bottle, and I will. I swear it.

Right by the entrance to the store, there is a huge pile of unsold newspapers stacked up from the last day they were delivered, Sunday, August 28.

The Times-Picayune headline screams: KATRINA TAKES AIM.

Ain’t that the truth? Funny, though: The people you see here—and there are many who stayed behind—they never speak her name. She is the woman who done us wrong.

I had the strangest dream last night, and this is true: I dreamt I was reading an ad in the paper for a hurricane-relief benefit concert at Zephyr Field and the headliner act was Katrina and the Waves.

They had that peppy monster hit back in the ’80s, “Walking on Sunshine,” the one they play on Claritin ads on TV and that almost seems funny in light of what happened.

Almost.

Riding my bike, I searched out my favorite places, my comfort zones. I found that Tipitina’s is still there, and that counts for something. Miss Mae’s and Dick & Jenny’s, ditto.

Domilise’s po-boy shop is intact, although the sign fell and shattered, but the truth is, that sign needed to be replaced a long time ago.

I saw a dead guy on the front porch of a shotgun double on a working-class street, and the only sound was wind chimes.

Everybody here has a dead-guy story now. Everybody here will always be different.

I passed by the Valence Street Baptist Church and the facade was ripped away and I walked in and stared at the altar amid broken stained glass and strewn Bibles and I got down on my knees and said Thank you but why? why? why? and I’m not even anything close to Baptist.

It just seemed like a place to take shelter from the storm in my head.

The rockers on my neighbors’ front porch are undisturbed, as if nothing ever happened. At my other neighbors’ house—the ones who never take out their trash—a million kitchen bags are still piled in the mound that’s always there and I never thought I’d be happy to see garbage, but I am.

Because it reminds me of my home.

I haven’t been down in the kill zone yet. I haven’t seen the waters. I haven’t been where all hope, life, and property are lost.

I have only seen what I have seen, and we took the hit and it is still here. This is where we’ll make our start. This is where we’ll make our stand.

And when everything gets back to normal—whenever that may be—I’m going to do what I’ve been putting off for a very long time. I’m going to walk next door and tell my neighbors that they really do need to start taking out their trash.



Survivors


9/8/05

They’re telling the people they have to go. They’re going door to door with rifles now.

They came to our little hovel on Laurel Street Uptown—a dozen heavily armed members of the California National Guard—they pounded on our door and wanted to know who we were.

We told them we were the newspaper, the Big City Daily. I admit, it doesn’t look like the newsrooms you see on TV. I suppose if we wore shirts, we’d look more professional.

The Guard moved on, next door, next block. They’re telling people they have to go.

It won’t be easy. The people who stayed here have weathered ten days of unfathomable stench and fear, and if they haven’t left yet, it seems unlikely that they’re going to be willing now.

In a strange way, life just goes on for the remaining. In the dark and fetid Winn-Dixie on Tchoupitoulas, an old woman I passed in the pet food aisle was wearing a house frock and puffy slippers and she just looked at me as she pushed her cart by and said, “How you doin’, baby?”

As if it were just another afternoon buying groceries. I love the way strangers call you “baby” in this town.

Outside the store, there’s an old guy who parks his old groaning car by the front door from sunup to sundown. There are extension cords running from his trunk into the store, which still has power—don’t ask me how; I have no idea—and he watches TV in his front seat and drinks juice.

That is what he does, all day, every day.

At this point, I just can’t see this guy leaving. I don’t imagine he has any place else in the world but this.

And life goes on. Down on St. Claude Avenue, a tribe of survivors has blossomed at Kajun’s Pub, where, incredibly, they have cold beer and cigarettes and a stereo playing Elvis and you’d think everything was in standard operating procedure but it is not: the Saturday-night karaoke has been suspended indefinitely.

The people here have a touch of Mad Max syndrome; they’re using an old blue Cadillac for errands, and when parts fall off of it—and many parts have fallen off—they just throw them in the trunk.

Melvin, a bar owner from down the block, had the thing up for sale for $895, but he’ll probably take the best offer now.

Melvin’s Bar and Kajun’s Pub have pooled their inventories to stay in business.

“We’ve blended our fortunes together,” said Renee dePonthieux, a bartender at Melvin’s. “We carried everything we could down here, and we’ll make the accounting later. What else are you gonna do? In case you haven’t heard, Budweiser ain’t delivering.”

A guy with a long goatee and multiple tattoos was covering a couple of aluminum foil pans of lasagna and carrying them up to the roof to cook them in the sun on the hot slate shingles.

Joann Guidos, the proprietor at Kajun’s, called out for a game of bourré and they all dumped their money on a table and sat down and let the cards and liquor flow.

A National Guard truck pulled up and asked if they were ready to leave yet. Two guys standing out on the sidewalk in the company of pit bulls said, “Hell no.”

DePonthieux said, “We’re the last fort on the edge of the wilderness. My family’s been in exile for three hundred years; this ain’t shit.”

I just don’t see these people leaving.

Uptown, on what was once a shady street, a tribe is living in a beautiful home owned by a guy named Peanut. There are a seaplane in his driveway, a bass boat in the front yard, and generators running the power.

Let’s just say they were prepared.

All the men wear pistols in visible holsters. They have the only manicured lawn in the city. What else is there to do all afternoon, really?

Christine Paternostro is a member of this tribe, an out-of-work hairstylist from Supercuts in a city where no one shaves or bathes. Not many prospects for her at this point.

“Everyone will need a haircut when this is over,” I offered.

While members of this tribe stood talking on their street, a woman came running out of the house, yelling, “Y’all, come quick. We on WWL! We on WWL!”

Everyone ran in the house and watched a segment about how people are surviving in the city. And these guys are doing just that. (Although I think the airplane in the driveway is a little over the top.)

As I was leaving, the WWL woman asked me, “Are you staying for dinner?”

I was not, but I asked what they were having. “Tuna steaks,” she said. “Grilled.”

If and when they rebuild this city and we all get to come home, I want to live near people like this. I just can’t imagine them ever leaving.

They make me wonder if I ever could.



Life in the Surreal City


9/10/05

You hear the word “surreal” in every report from this city now. There is no better word for it.

If Salvador Dalí showed up here, he wouldn’t be able to make heads or tails of it. Nobody could paint this.

He did that famous painting of the melting clock, and our clocks melted at 6:45 the morning of August 29. That’s what the clocks in the French Quarter still say. That’s when time stood still.

The Quarter survived all this; you’ve probably heard that much. Most of what remains unscathed—and I’m using a very relative term here—is a swath of dry land from the Riverbend through Audubon Park, down St. Charles and Tchoupitoulas to the Quarter and into the Bywater.

It’s like a landmass the size of Bermuda, maybe, but with not so many golf courses.

There are other dry outposts in the great beyond—little Key Wests across the city—but I haven’t seen them.

The weather is beautiful, I don’t mind telling you. But if I wrote you a postcard, it wouldn’t say, “Wish you were here.”

There are still hearty rosebushes blooming on front porches, and there are still birds singing in the park. But the park is a huge National Guard encampment.

There are men and women from other towns living there in tents who have left their families to come help us, and they are in the park clearing out the fallen timber. My fellow Americans.

Every damn one of them tells you they’re happy to be here (despite what you’ve heard, it still beats the hell out of Fallujah), and every time I try to thank them, on behalf of all of us, I just lose it. I absolutely melt down.

There is nothing quite as ignominious as weeping in front of a soldier.

This is no environment for a wuss like me. We reporters go to other places to cover wars and disasters and pestilence and famine. There’s no manual to tell you how to do this when it’s your own city.

And I’m telling you: it’s hard.

It’s hard not to get crispy around the edges. It’s hard not to cry. It’s hard not to be very, very afraid.

My colleagues who are down here are warriors. There are a half dozen of us living in a small house on a side street Uptown. Everyone else has been cleared out.

We have a generator and water and military food rations and Doritos and smokes and booze. After deadline, the call goes out: “Anyone for some warm brown liquor?” And we sit on the porch in the very, very still of the night and we try to laugh.

Some of these guys lost their houses—everything in them. But they’re here, telling our city’s story.

And they stink. We all stink. We stink together.

We have a bunch of guns, but it’s not clear to me if anyone in this “news bureau” knows how to use them.

The California National Guard came by and wanted an accounting of every weapon in the building and they wrote the serial numbers down and apparently our guns are pretty rad because they were all cooing over the .38s.

I guess that’s good to know.

The Guard wanted to know exactly what we had so they would be able to identify, apparently by sound, what guns were in whose hands if anything “went down” after dark here at this house.

That’s not so good to know.

They took all our information and bid us a good day and then sauntered off to retrieve a dead guy from a front porch down the street.

Then the California Highway Patrol—the CHiPs!—came and demanded that we turn over our weapons.

What are you going to do? We were certainly outnumbered, so we turned over the guns. Then, an hour later, they brought them back. With no explanation.

Whatev. So here we are. Just another day at the office.

Maybe you’ve seen that Times-Picayune advertising slogan before: “News, Sports and More.”

More indeed. You’re getting your money’s worth today.



Hope


9/11/05

Amid the devastation, you have to look for hope. Forward progress of any kind.

Even the smallest incidents of routine and normalcy become reassuring. For instance, I was driving down Prytania, and at the corner of Felicity, the light turned red.

Out of nowhere, in total desolation, there was a working stoplight. I would have been less surprised to find a Blockbuster Video on Mars.

And the funny thing is, I stopped. I waited for it to turn green, and then I drove slowly on my way, even though there were no other cars anywhere and the likelihood of getting a ticket for running the only traffic signal in town seems very unlikely right now.

Considering.

Also on Prytania, there was a gardener watering the plants on the porch of Nicolas Cage’s mansion, and I guess that’s a good sign. Life goes on. In very small ways.

The toilets flush now, and I never thought that would be a sound of reassurance. Even better was finding out that WWOZ is broadcasting on the Web—radio in exile—laying out its great New Orleans music.

That’s important. I have no idea from where they’re operating or which disc jockeys are spinning the discs, but I can tell you this: The first time I hear Billy Dell’s Records from the Crypt on the radio again, I will kiss the dirty ground beneath my feet.

On Friday, you started to see guys with brooms cleaning Canal Street and Convention Center Boulevard. Up until then, any tidying up required a backhoe, a crane, or a Bobcat.

God only knows where they’re going to put all this garbage, all this rubble, all these trees, but they’re gathering it up all the same.

The streets of the French Quarter, absent the rubble of the CBD, basically look and smell the same as they do the day after Mardi Gras, except with no broken strands of beads in the gutter.

Okay, maybe it was a real windy Mardi Gras, but you get the point.

It just needs a little face-lift, a little sweeping up, and a good hard rain to wash away . . . all the bad stuff.

A counterpoint to that scene would be Uptown on Broadway—Fraternity Row—where the street is actually cleaner than usual, and that’s because the fine young men and women of our universities had not yet settled into their early-semester routines of dragging living room furniture out onto their front yards and drinking Red Bull and vodka to while away their youth.

I wonder where all of them are. When this is over, who will go there and who will teach there?

What will happen to us?

One thing’s for sure, our story is being told.

The satellite trucks stretch for eight blocks on Canal Street and call to mind an event like the Super Bowl or the Republican National Convention.

It’s a strange place. Then again, anywhere that more than ten news reporters gather becomes a strange place by default.

I saw Anderson Cooper interviewing Dr. Phil. And while Cooper’s CNN camera crew filmed Dr. Phil, Dr. Phil’s camera crew filmed Cooper, and about five or six other camera crews from other shows and networks stood to the side and filmed all of that.

By reporting this scene, I have become the media covering the media covering the media.

It all has the surrealistic air of a Big Event, what with Koppel and Geraldo and all those guys wandering around in their Eddie Bauer hunting vests, and impossibly tall and thin anchorwomen from around the region powdering their faces and teasing their hair so they look good when they file their latest report from Hell.

“And today in New Orleans . . . blah blah blah.”

Today in New Orleans, a traffic light worked. Someone watered flowers. And anyone with the means to get online could have heard Dr. John’s voice wafting in the dry wind, a sound of grace, comfort, and familiarity here in the saddest, loneliest place in the world.

It’s a start.



Rita Takes Aim


9/23/05

The slightest rain fell here Thursday morning.

You know, the kind of New Orleans rain that just gives everything a light coat and sheen, that tamps down the dust of the old shell roads and washes down the oyster stink in the French Quarter gutters and slicks up all the playground equipment and makes New Orleans smell—is it possible?—so fresh. So southern.

The kind of rain that falls even though the sun is shining. Does that happen in other places?

New Orleans rain has always been like drops of clarity in an otherwise murky habitat, sometimes too much, sometimes too little, but always a marvel to behold. There’s always something that needs to be washed down here.

In A Streetcar Named Desire, Blanche DuBois said it best: “Don’t you just love those long rainy afternoons in New Orleans when an hour isn’t just an hour, but a little piece of eternity dropped into our hands—and who knows what to do with it?”

Indeed, what to do?

That was the rain that fell Thursday. And we needed it. Because the oyster stink is at noxious levels and the city is stacked with an apocalyptic vision of dry kindling that requires only one dummy with a discarded cigarette to torch an entire block.

Which raises one of the things that most catches the eye here: the trees. Or the lack thereof. I don’t know that anyone will ever be able to count how many trees fell or just plain withered and died under Katrina’s fierce hot breath, but I’m sure some expert will tell us in due time. Whatever the raw number, it won’t match the impact on the senses.

I can’t remember where I read it, but someone interviewed a New Orleans artist who had returned home last week, and this guy—whose very living hinges upon his interpretations of shadow, nuance, and color—said the problem with New Orleans now is that there is too much sunlight on the ground.

That changes everything. Because if there were ever a town that couldn’t afford to surrender shade, it is this one, where a walk on a summer afternoon can be like sauntering through a blast furnace.

Maybe only the bad golfers will be happy about this development, for their way from tee to green is now so much more accessible.

It had been three weeks since it rained—since you know when—and that’s as unfathomable a notion here as a September without fresh oysters.

Of course, by the time you read this, Friday, rain might not be such a charming enterprise here. And Blanche DuBois’s notion of eternity may not be so romantic.

Rita swirls out in the Gulf of Mexico, capriciously choosing its path of destruction, and even the slightest brush of wind could take out so many more trees and the slightest rain—the kind that tourists with their Big Ass Beers in hand used to stand under French Quarter balconies and watch with a sense of comic wonder—could wind the clock back three weeks to that piece of eternity we don’t ever want to live again.

Under one of those French Quarter balconies, those famous mannequin legs at Big Daddy’s strip club improbably swing in and out of a window, an alluring, optimistic, or delusional signal that the libertine times will once again return to the Old City. That les bons temps will rouler again someday.

There is no power on that block of Bourbon Street where the legs swing; the owner just thought that the best use of portable power would be to swing those legs.

Swinging in the rain. Drinking a hurricane instead of dodging one.

Living in a place where the past and present and future have never collided so chaotically and without rational analysis.

There is no one who can tell us what tomorrow will bring. But, personally, I consider it a very bad sign that the killer hurricane that is dancing on our television screens and toying with our collective psyche is named after a meter maid.

That can’t be good.



The Empty City


9/24/05

It’s hard to imagine that it could have felt any lonelier in New Orleans than it has for the past three weeks. But Friday, everything just disappeared.

What little life there was seemed to dissipate into the not-so-thin air of a colossal barometer drop. The Furies, it seems, are aroused.

The wind buffeted cars and put the heavy hand on already weakened trees. Magazine Street boutique signs—most hanging askew by only one chain after Katrina—spun in place like pinwheels. Loose power lines whipped and flapped across Uptown and Lakeview streets like fly-fishing rods.

The rain came, misting one minute, blinding the next. Outside the CBD emergency operations center, anywhere you drove, you saw . . . nobody.

The folks who had been trickling into town for the past week or so, checking on homes and businesses, simply disappeared. Police on the outskirts of town blocked all entry. The big National Guard camps in Audubon Park disappeared overnight without a sign that they had ever been there.

So much for the repopulation plan. A TV station reported that there were only five hundred civilians left in the city as Hurricane Rita set aim on the Cajun Riviera, all those miles away to the west, and you were hard-pressed to find any of them.

A passing truck stopped me, and the guys inside asked for directions to the Nashville Wharf, and it was good just to talk to someone.

The isolation can be maddening. The car radio just tells you bad things. You just want to find someone, anyone, and ask, “How ’bout dem Saints?”

You know those classic New Orleans characters—the cab drivers, bartenders, and bitter poets—who buttonhole you and natter on and on forever about tedious and mundane topics that date back to Mayor Schiro’s term and when the Pelicans played out on Tulane Avenue? Usually when you’re in a hurry somewhere?

I’d give anything to run into one of those guys right now. Go ahead and tell me about the fishing in Crown Point; I’ll listen to just about anything you have to say.

I went to Walgreens on Tchoupitoulas, which had been open most of the week, figuring there would be life there, but it had shuttered at noon. There was a sign on the door that said “Now Hiring,” and that’s funny.

I guess.

The day before, the store’s public address system was stuck in a time warp, a perky female voice reminding shoppers (both of them): “Don’t let Halloween sneak up on you; stock up on candy early. You’ll find great savings now . . . at Walgreens!”

Truth is, there sure was a hell of a lot of candy there. Trick or treat.

As I drove around, the gray sheets of rain pushed around all the stuff in the street, and, trust me, there’s a lot of stuff in the street. For as far as you looked up and down every avenue, the same blank vistas.

Across town, the water was rising. Again. I suppose there were people there, trying to save our city again, though the cynical might ask: What’s to save?

On dry land, the only place I found people gathered was at the fire station on Magazine Street in the Garden District. I went by to drop off some copies of the newspaper for the local guys and found about sixty firefighters from all over the country hanging out in a rec room watching TV and frying burgers.

That was perhaps the strangest sight of all, these guys just sitting around. Stranger in some ways than the desolation.

Because for once, with all this rain soaking the downed trees and rooftops and nobody around to do something stupid like start a fire, they had nothing to do.

Just sit and watch TV in a haunted city.



God and Strippers


9/27/05

Even at the End of Days, there will be lap dancing.

Over the weekend, while a desolate, desperate city plunged into darkness and the waters rose again in the Rita Aftermath, and while a population spread across the nation watched new horrors on TV with churning guts, a strip club opened on Bourbon Street.

The symbolism of this event can hardly be overstated.

The Saints are gone. The Hornets are gone. Zephyr Field is a staging area for choppers to go find dead people.

No college hoops. No movie theaters, no Swamp Fest, no Voodoo Fest. No horses running at the Fairgrounds. No line for Friday lunch at Galatoire’s.

But there are topless women hanging upside down from brass poles at a place called Déjà Vu. Gaudiness, flesh, neon, and bad recorded music have returned to one small outpost on the Boulevard of Broken Dreams, and if that’s not one small step towards normalcy—at least as that term is defined in the Big Uneasy—then I don’t know what is.

There were about a hundred guys in there Saturday night, all of them with very, very short hair, which is basically what everyone around here who’s not a journalist has these days.

Exactly how a posse of exotic dancers were smuggled into town during the most severe lockdown in this city since the hurricane crises began, well, I don’t know.

Inexplicable things seem to be the norm around here these days.

When I walk down the street one day and some rumpled grifter tells me he knows where I got my shoes, I guess I’ll know we’re fully on our way home. (Of course, I could be cynical and tasteless and tell the guy I got them at Wal-Mart on Tchoupitoulas like everyone else, but that would be cynical and tasteless.)

And speaking of tasteless: this is not a topic I want to delve too deeply into, but someone has to call out the demagogic ministers who have used Katrina’s destruction to preach the message that God was tired of this city’s libertine ways and decided to clean house.

Let me roll at you some snippets of wisdom that have been widely distributed on the Internet from Reverend Bill Shanks, pastor of New Covenant Fellowship in Metairie: “New Orleans now is Mardi Gras free. New Orleans now is free of Southern Decadence and the sodomites, the witchcraft workers, false religion—it’s free of all of those things now. God simply, I believe, in His mercy purged all of that stuff out of there—and now we’re going to start over again.”

Well, almost. It’s an interesting interpretation, to be sure, and Shanks is not the only man of the cloth to make such claims. No doubt it’s a good message for the evangelical business.

Of course, try telling some poor sap down in St. Bernard Parish who has never heard of Southern Decadence and who goes to Bible study every Wednesday night that he lost his house and his job and his grandmother died in a flooded nursing home because God was angry at a bunch of bearded guys in dresses over on Dumaine Street.

Collateral damage, I guess. The question that arises, of course, is that if Shanks’s prophecy is true, how come Plaquemines, St. Bernard, the East, and Lakeview are gone but the French Quarter is still standing?

I’d suggest that there are those who have confused meteorology with mythology, global warming with just plain hot air, but that might be cynical and tasteless. Might be crass and gaudy.

And I’ll try to leave that stuff where it belongs—in the French Quarter, where the craziest patchwork of people ever gathered on this planet are cobbling back together a strange and mind-boggling Twilight Zone of what it once was.

File that one under: Only in New Orleans.



The More Things Change


10/8/05

You hang around New Orleans long enough these days, and you begin to absorb what is new and what is different.

For instance, I was sitting on my front stoop and an RTA bus marked MAGAZINE zoomed by. I thought: Well, how about that! That’s a good sign.

Never mind that the bus was empty; at least it was running, and that’s a sign of normalcy. And it was going way too fast, and therein was another harbinger of the same-ol’, same-ol’.

Then, about ninety seconds later, another RTA bus marked MAGAZINE whizzed by, shaking my house to its foundation. It, too, was empty, but it was the realization that there were probably only two buses running the entire Magazine Street route and here they were, one right after the other and I thought: We’re back!

What could be a better indication of a return to the old ways than the colossal inefficiency of our public transportation system? I don’t know about you, but I will sleep better tonight; at least, that is, until an RTA bus blows by the house at midnight at Category 5 speed and does more damage to my plaster ceilings than Katrina did.

Of course, a common joke around here—dire times make for dire humor—is that when the mayor announced that he was laying off three thousand workers this week, who would notice? I believe he, or some other public official, called them “nonessential employees,” and I’ll let you fill in your own punch line.

I just hope it’s not the two guys who’ve been assigned to cut the grass on the neutral grounds for the past ten years; man, things would really be different around here without them.

I have a feeling I just really ticked off three thousand people, maybe more. But then, that would be another sign of normalcy, wouldn’t it? People being angry at the local newspaper: a comfort zone if ever there was one.

A casual drive around town—or at least what remains of it—is also a compelling reminder of the old days. It reminds you how much a simple afternoon drive can involve facing danger to its core.

First of all, at least half the city’s one-way signs were turned sideways by the wind and now point in the wrong direction. And half the people driving around here are guys from out of state in massive pickup trucks and the National Guard put up temporary stop signs at intersections where traffic lights are now working, so it’s all a game of Russian roulette. Or maybe chicken.

A run to the local drug store/gas station/strip club has turned into a not-so-virtual game of Grand Theft Auto.

Every now and then I see some church lady tooling down the road at 7 mph in her cream-colored, four-door Grand Marquis, and I can only wonder: Why are you here?

I know it’s probably bad taste to kick the city while it’s down, but it is interesting/fun/mind-boggling to watch some of the old New Orleans civic quirks work their way back into operation.

For instance, the mayor has urged business owners to come back into town and open up and we residents have been encouraged to patronize them, but neighborhood restaurants and bars are bum-rushed by the authorities every night at 8 P.M. and told to close for curfew.

I’m no restaurateur, but I can imagine it must be hard to build up a steady dinner clientele when you have to close at sunset. Oddly—maybe not so oddly, when I think about it—the strip clubs on Bourbon Street are somehow exempt from this rule and there are tons of big, beefy guys in town (who drive really big pickup trucks) with disposable cash who are all too happy to stuff garter belts full of fivers until the sun comes up and they have to report to work and operate heavy machinery on a one-way street.

Yes, indeed, all is returning to normal. I think there is no better indication of this than the running commentary that has been taking place on the plywood boards mounted over the windows of Sarouk Shop Oriental Rugs down on St. Charles Avenue near Lee Circle.

Early on, in the hairy days of Aftermath, the owner/proprietor/squatter who was living there spray-painted (I’m no handwriting analyst, but I’d say it was with some urgency), “Don’t try: I am sleeping inside with a big dog, an ugly woman, two shotguns and a claw hammer.”

Claw hammer. Nice touch.

Then, in a spray-paint posting dated 9/4/05 (talk about meticulous graffiti!), it says, “Still here. Woman left. Cooking a pot of dog gumbo.”

As I said, dire times call for dire humor. Or maybe it wasn’t a joke; some strange things have happened around here lately.

Anyway, in a spray-painted update dated 9/24, it says, “Welcome back, y’all. Grin & bear it.”

Ain’t that the truth? I mean, what are the other choices?



Enough to Feed an Army


9/15/05

I was walking around the French Quarter Saturday, surveying the hurricane cleanup efforts twelve days after the storm, when I came upon Finis Shellnut, who possesses one of the best names I’ve ever known.

“Come here,” he told me. “I’m going to show you something you will never believe.”

Shellnut is a real estate wheeler-dealer in the Quarter but is perhaps better known as the (now ex-)husband of Gennifer Flowers. They’re originally from the Arkansas power network: he takes credit for introducing the Clintons into the Whitewater deal; she conducted more personalized business with the ex-president.

Together, they opened the Kelsto Club on St. Louis a few years ago and he held court behind the bar while she sang torch songs in the front of the windows that open across the street from the legendary Antoine’s restaurant.

But they divorced just weeks before Katrina, which he weathered in the French Quarter. And after the storm passed, he immediately established himself as the go-to guy for goods and services on the street. Lumber, gas, cash, ice, backhoes, cleanup crews, cold champagne: Finis Shellnut can get it all. Within the hour, generally.
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